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Abstract 
Since teaching vocabulary successfully is still one of the most outstanding challenges in TEFL, this paper intends to shed some 
light on the advantages Cognitive Linguistics can provide to EFL, showing the necessity to apply new strategies to increase the 
students’ language command. 
The present study provides a theoretical approach that can be applied to education by means of a task. We suggest that 
introducing vocabulary using cognitive domains as knowledge configurations and arranging it into levels of categorization can 
lead to more effective input processing and, consequently, to a better language command as well as a richer linguistic repertoire. 
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1. Introduction 
In the case of Spain, as in many other countries, teaching English in a successful manner is still a difficult feat to 
be accomplished in education. Despite having studied this foreign language for years, students can use it neither 
efficiently nor fluently.  So, how have we reached this situation? 
For a long time language teachers have only focused on teaching grammar. As a consequence of regarding 
grammar as a priority, vocabulary was neglected. Probably, what some teachers have overlooked is the fact that 
learning vocabulary is absolutely necessary and profitable for language students, not only to enrich their knowledge 
but also to help them in other aspects such as grammar.  
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Thus, if teachers focus exclusively on grammar and do not introduce vocabulary in other way than vocabulary 
lists, students have no chance to relate the concept with the appropriate context of language use, let alone to learn 
the polysemy of words. This reason, among others, has represented a stumbling block for the appropriate learning of 
English as a lingua franca, which has undoubtedly become essential to open doors to a successful career.  
The issue of how to benefit our students’ learning, especially regarding their vocabulary competence, has aroused 
our interest and led us to develop the idea of how to apply certain theories within Cognitive Linguistics, namely the 
theory of cognitive domains and the theory of the levels of categorization, to teaching vocabulary in EFL. 
2. Theoretical framework 
For the purposes of our study, it is first necessary to introduce Cognitive Linguistics (henceforth, CL). CL is a 
modern school of linguistic thought that originally emerged in the early 1970s out of dissatisfaction with previous 
approaches to language.  
CL is primarily concerned with investigating the relationship between language, the mind and socio-physical 
experience. According to cognitive linguists, language offers a window into cognitive function, providing insights 
into the nature, structure and organization of the human mind. The main way in which CL differs from other 
approaches to the study of language is that language is assumed to reflect essential properties and features of the 
human mind. 
This study follows a cognitive linguistic approach since many studies on second language acquisition prove that a 
cognitive linguistic perspective on teaching vocabulary not only helps to better understand the meaning of the words 
but also leads to a better retention of the different semantic extensions of a word (Boers & Lindstromberg, 2006, 
2008, Boers et al. 2010).  
Now I will proceed to present in more depth the phenomena within CL that are essential for the present study. 
2.1. The categorization system 
Categorization is one of our basic cognitive abilities and is totally necessary for us, since it allows us to organize 
the information we perceive from the external world. By means of this mental process of classification we subsume 
elements into groups according to their similarities and differences. The product of this process is cognitive 
categories, that is, mental concepts in our mind (Cuenca & Hilferty, 1999:32). 
One of the central ideas of the prototype theory is that the organization of our experience has two dimensions: a 
horizontal dimension and a vertical one. Both dimensions allow us to organize and classify our experience: the 
vertical one, arranging the different category elements from the basic level to the superordinate and subordinate 
levels; and the horizontal one, organizing categories in relation to other close categories.  
2.1.1 The vertical dimension 
The vertical dimension is related to the level of inclusiveness of a particular category. As we can see in figure 1, 
there are three levels of categorization: basic, superordinate and subordinate.  
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Fig. 1. Example of the three levels of categorization 
 
Basic level terms are more frequently used in language than superordinate or subordinate terms, since unless 
there is a specific communicative need, these terms are the ones used for reference.  
Regarding the superordinate level, it includes a great diversity of members. Then, categories at this level (for 
example, CUTLERY) emphasize the functional attributes of the category (cutlery is used for eating and serving 
food), while also undertaking a collective function (grouping together categories that are closely related in our 
knowledge representation system).  
As for the subordinate level, categories at this level are more specific and thus offer more information, but at the 
same time they require more processing effort.  
According to the findings in Rosch’s research (1976), the basic level is the most important level of 
categorization, since categories at this level provide the greatest amount of information at the lowest processing 
effort.  In other words, people are generally faster and more accurate to name or categorize elements at the basic 
level (e.g. dog) than at more general (animal) or specific (French Bulldog) levels.  
2.1.2 The horizontal dimension 
The horizontal dimension is related to category distinctions at the same level of inclusiveness. Not all the 
members of a category have the same status within the category; there are elements more characteristic and 
prototypic than others. The members that are judged to be best examples of a category can be considered to be the 
most central in the category. Therefore, a category consists of prototypical elements and elements which are 
progressively more peripheral. In the category BIRD (see Figure 2), for example, we could include OSTRICH or 
PENGUIN as peripheral exemplars because not only they are less common but also have different characteristics to 
the ones that are central to the category.  
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Fig. 2. Ibarretxe-Antuñano and Valenzuela’s (2012, p.57) representation of the BIRD category 
 
2.2 Cognitive domains 
We are now familiar with the ways in which the two dimensions of categorization work. At this point, another 
basic notion within CL that is vital for our project will be presented: cognitive domains.  
Concepts do not simply float around randomly in our mind. Certain concepts are intimately related because they 
are associated in experience. Cognitive domains are cognitive entities that operate as a frame to sets of interrelated 
concepts. In Langacker’s words (1987:147), a cognitive domain is ‘a context for the characterization of a semantic 
unit’. As Evans & Green (2006) explain, the only prerequisite that a knowledge structure has for counting as a 
domain is that it provides background information against which lexical concepts can be understood and used in 
language. The notion of cognitive domains shares important similarities with frames (Fillmore: 1982) and Idealized 
Cognitive Models (ICM’s) (Lakoff: 1987).  
In order to better illustrate what a domain is and how the different elements within that domain are organized in 
our minds, let us consider an example: the COOKING DOMAIN (see Figure 3).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3. The COOKING DOMAIN 
 
The cooking domain entails a vast range of elements which are not only objects, but also people, actions, 
textures, odors, etc. These elements are related in experience, so that our mind organizes the knowledge about those 
concepts in such a way that whenever they are used, they evoke the frame they pertain to. But apart from elements 
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within a domain being organized into frames, those elements can also be arranged in terms of levels of 
categorization. As figure 2 shows, there are basic level elements within this domain, such as SPOON, KNIFE and 
FORK, which in turn can be organized on the basis of the superordinate category CUTLERY. Finally, the most 
specific categories are the ones at the subordinate level, as categories like SOUP SPOON specify a particular type of 
spoons. 
3. Application to education 
The implementation of some of the principles behind the prototype theory in the English classroom can 
undoubtedly shed light on this problem and benefit the students’ vocabulary competence in the long run. The 
different levels of categorization can be effectively employed so that the input the learners’ are faced with matches 
their reasoning capacities, that is, there can be consistency between the students’ learning goals and skills, and the 
types of category items we introduce to them. 
In the case of students in secondary education (approximately equivalent to CEFR levels A1, B2), who are the 
target of our project, we would say that the basic level is the most appropriate level for them to best comprehend 
concepts. As previously explained (see section 2.1.1), categories at this level provide the greatest amount of 
information at the lowest processing effort.  
As for B2, C1 and even ESP learners, they can obtain more benefit from categories at the subordinate level. This 
kind of categories require a harder cognitive processing because elements at this level are more specific, and thus, 
more difficult to identify. Moreover, as Laufer (2005) states, when high proficiency is the goal, many low frequency 
words must be explicitly taught. As subordinate terms are, to a great extent, low in frequency in everyday language 
use, they are optimum for learners at a more advanced level.  
Regarding superordinate categories, they can be utilized in order to organize and have access to the basic 
categories, having also a unifying function among the members of the subordinate and the basic level. Categories at 
this level might be useful at any level of proficiency.  
On the other hand, the insights on CL can also be helpful when dealing with figurative language like idioms. 
These elements of language are of paramount importance to gain a more native-like command of the language, since 
figurativeness is a natural and common phenomenon in language.  
4. Methodology 
Regarding the methodology followed to undertake this study, we collected basic categories pertaining to the 
cooking domain and organized them into CULINARY ACTIONS, ODORS, TASTES, APPEARANCE, 
TEXTURE, DAIRY PRODUCTS, VEGETABLES, MEAT, SEASONINGS, COOKING UTENSILS, KITCHEN 
UTENSILS and TABLEWARE, for the subsequent analysis of the correspondences and contrasts between those 
terms and the ones we can find in our language, and the use of those terms for the learning task created.  
Due to the specificity of the field chosen, specific sources related to cooking and gastronomy (websites, 
encyclopedias, blogs, etc) were used. Since we also wanted to check the wide range of contexts in which those 
words occurred and see the metaphoric projections of the figurative language grounded on this field, we also made 
use of computerized corpora available to the public, namely the COCA (Corpus Of Contemporary American 
English) and the CREA (Corpus de Referencia del Español Actual). 
5. Task 
The task proposed in this study consists of several activities addressed to 4ºESO learners that implement and 
integrate several cognitive linguistic findings regarding the teaching and learning of lexical items and metaphorical 
expressions pertaining to the cooking domain (see some of these activities in Appendix A).  
These activities are aimed at extending the students’ vocabulary by means of introducing it in terms of cognitive 
domains and dealing with basic level categories in order to arrange them into prototypes and peripheral elements. 
Some metaphorical senses (often considered as unrelated and unsystematic) are introduced as well, so as to draw 
learners’ attention to specific metaphorical expressions within this domain through contextualized use.  
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By so doing, students can relate their previous knowledge to the new elements in an appropriate context and 
obtain better results at comprehending them than just using random vocabulary lists. 
6. Conclusion 
The CL model offers important contributions to EFL pedagogy because the kind of generalizations it posits to 
describe linguistic organization can be easily made explicit and thus incorporated in the language classroom.  
Instruction structured around CL principles can help solve some difficult problems in various areas of language 
teaching in secondary education, namely the teaching of specific lexical items. As this project suggests, focusing on 
cognitive domains and the levels of categorization can provide the learners with a clearer understanding of the 
nature of language structure and use. Thus, it should be emphasized that dealing with vocabulary in terms of 
cognitive domains and implementing tasks based on cognitive linguistic principles should be undoubtedly regarded 
as an improvement of the traditional methods of teaching vocabulary in  EFL classrooms, as there would be a 
positive impact on the students’ comprehension and retention of lexicon in their long-term memory. 
Last but not least, research concerning the application of CL in teaching and learning foreign languages deserves 
more attention, since the insights provided by CL can shed light into new strategies of practical value for developing 
appropriate, relevant and effective vocabulary learning programs.  
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